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The great position taken by Edgar and Canute, to whom the
princes of the other kingdoms of the island submitted as
vassals, had the effect of centralizing the government and in-
creasing the power of the king. Early in the eleventh century
he seems to have entered on the right of disposing of the public
land without reference to the wit an, and of calling up to his
own court by writ suits which had not yet exhausted the powers
of the lower tribunals. The number of royal vassals was thus
greatly increased, and with it the power of royal and noble
jurisdictions. Canute proceeded so far in the direction of
imperial feudalism as to rearrange the kingdom under a very
small number of great earls, who were strong enough i$ some
cases to transmit their authority to their children, though not
without new investiture, and who, had time been given for the
system to work, would have no doubt developed the same sort
of feudality as prevailed abroad. Already by subinfeudation or
by commendation great portions of the land of the country were
being held by a feudal tenure, and the alodial tenure which had
once been universal was becoming the privilege of a few great
nobles too strong to be unseated, or a local usage in a class of
landowners too humble to be dangerous.

The Norman Conquest in one aspect stopped this natural
growth of feudalism : in another it may be said to have intro-
duced the feudal system. Had this system been developed
naturally, it would have doubtless become, as it did abroad, the
framework of government. The Conqueror saw the evils of this
exemplified in France. He, from the beginning of his reign,
attempted to rule as the national sovereign, not as the feudal
lord. The great confiscations resulting from the rebellions of
the native earls threw, however, enormous territories into his
hands, and these, being distributed among his followers on the
feudal conditions,1 constituted him at once the supreme land-
owner. To these conditions all other tenures were gradually

* Sec J. H. Round, Feudal England, p. 225 fif. (London, 1895), for
the Conqueror's system of knight-service.